The production rate of cortisol declines during recovery from anorexia nervosa.
The plasma concentration of cortisol is elevated in many patients with anorexia nervosa. It has remained unclear whether this elevation of plasma cortisol level is due only to a slowing of the rate of cortisol metabolism or whether there is, as well, an increase in adrenal secretory activity in anorexia nervosa. We studied adrenocortical activity in 9 female patients and one male patient with anorexia nervosa before and during recovery. The 24-h mean level of plasma cortisol and the rate of urinary free cortisol excretion decreased during recovery, from 11.4 to 7.4 micrograms/dl and from 225 to 116 micrograms/day, respectively (P less than 0.005 and P less than 0.10, paired t test). These changes were associated with a significant decline in the rate of cortisol production from 24.3 to 17.9 mg/day as measured by radioisotope dilution (P less than 0.005). These results suggest that adrenal secretory activity is increased in anorexia nervosa and that the elevation of plasma cortisol level observed in this syndrome reflects not only a slowing of cortisol metabolism but also a rise in cortisol production.